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Complete the sentences using these key words from the text.

1.	 If you are __________________, you feel completely exhausted. 

2.	 __________________ exercise benefits the heart and blood vessels.

3.	 A __________________ is a set of exercises you do just before you start to play a sport, in order to prepare 
your body.

4.	 A __________________ is a period of time used for a particular activity.

5.	 __________________ capacity is your body’s ability to function without using oxygen.

6.	 __________________ exercise uses oxygen.

7.	 A __________________ is a unit for measuring how much energy you get from food.

8.	 If you __________________ something, you do it less often or with more moderation.

9.	 If you are __________________ to a particular problem, you are likely to be affected by it.

10.	 A __________________ is an minor, but annoying, injury.

     Find the information 2

Decide whether these sentences are true (T) or false (F). Then check your answers in the text.

1.	 88 minutes of intense exercise a week is more effective than five hours of steady training.
2.	 The Tabata workout programme was developed in the USA.
3.	 The Tabata programme burns fat.
4.	 The programme consists of ten seconds of intense effort followed by 20 seconds of rest.
5.	 VO2 max shows the maximum capacity of your body to use oxygen during exercise.
6.	 The Tabata programme requires you to exercise at 200% of your VO2 max.

 	 cardiovascular	 warm-up	 anaerobic	 calorie	 niggle

	 wiped out	 prone	 session	 aerobic	 ease off

     Key words1
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The Tabata workout programme: 
harder, faster, fitter, quicker? 
Sean Ingle  
25 March, 2013 

1	 Fit in four minutes. It sounds like a headline from 
a health magazine; an unattainable promise on 
late-night satellite TV. Then you attempt Dr Izumi 
Tabata’s training protocol – 20 seconds of all-out 
effort, 10 seconds of rest, repeat eight times – 
and between sounding like Darth Vader as you 
desperately suck in oxygen and collapsing in a 
messy bundle of sweat and defeat, you realize 
just how wrong you were.

2	 Tabata has seen it all before. “They were dead!” 
he chuckles as he recalls the first time he inflicted 
the system that bears his name on his university 
students in the early 1990s. “After four minutes’ 
hard exercise they were wiped out. But after six 
weeks they saw the results and were surprised. 
We all were.”

3	 His research followed extensive monitoring of 
Japan’s speed skating team in the early 1990s 
when he – along with the team’s coach Irisawa 
Koichi – noticed that short bursts of brutally hard 
exercise seemed to be at least as effective as 
hours of moderate training. Tabata set out to 
show this with a simple experiment. One group of 
moderately trained students performed an hour 
of steady cardiovascular exercise on a stationary 
bike five times a week. The other group did a 
ten-minute warm-up on the bike, followed by four 
minutes of Tabata intervals, four times a week – 
plus one 30-minute session of steady exercise 
with two minutes of intervals.

4	 The results were startling. After six weeks of 
testing, the group following Tabata’s plan – 
exercising for just 88 minutes a week – had 
increased their anaerobic capacity by 28% and 
their VO2 max, a key indicator of cardiovascular 
health and maximal aerobic power, by 15%. The 
control group, who trained for five hours every 
week, also improved their VO2 max, but by 10% 
– and their training had no effect on anaerobic 
capacity. “We have also measured increases in 
heart size after three weeks of doing the protocol,” 
says Tabata. “And there is also forthcoming 
research that shows that it lowers the risk of 

diabetes in humans, something we have already 
shown in rats.”

5	 But there are no half-measures here. You can’t 
go steady on a cross trainer, chewing gum and 
reading the latest issue of HELLO! The regimen 
demands head-down bursts on a stationary 
bike or rowing machine; explosive bodyweight 
exercises, sprints or suchlike. Remember how 
you felt after doing a 100m sprint at school? 
Imagine doing eight of them with only a ten-
second break to recover.

6	 “All-out effort at 170% of your VO2 max is the 
criterion of the protocol,” says Tabata. “If you feel 
OK afterwards you’ve not done it properly. The 
first three repetitions will feel easy but the last two 
will feel impossibly hard. In the original plan the 
aim was to get to eight, but some only lasted six 
or seven.”

7	 As one commenter on the popular exercise forum 
T-Nation puts it: “When done correctly you should 
meet God. Most people are incapable of doing it 
correctly and shouldn’t even try.”

8	 Tabata doesn’t completely agree. “Everyone can 
do it but beginners should start with educated 
trainers so that they can work at the correct 
intensity for them,” he explains. He says that he 
will soon publish research showing that doing 
the programme just twice a week, less than half 
the volume in the original research, still provides 
significant health benefits.

9	 Another soon-to-be-published finding, which 
Tabata describes as “rather significant”, shows 
that the Tabata protocol burns an extra 150 
calories in the 12 hours after exercise, even at 
rest, due to the effect of excess post-exercise 
oxygen consumption. So while it is used by most 
people to get fit – or by fit people to get even fitter 
– it also burns fat.

10	 It’s slightly surprising, therefore, that the plan 
is still the preserve of the serious athlete and 
musclehead crowd – although that may change 
now that Tabata has agreed a deal with Universal 
Studios that will lead to a network of instructors 
and a DVD range released towards the end of the 
year. “I decided to do this because I often go on 
YouTube and, while I am honoured that people 
are doing it, some are doing it wrong because 
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     Comprehension check 3
Choose the best answer according to the text.

1.	 Why is the Tabata programme different from other fitness programmes?

a.	 because it involves exercising more intensively but for shorter periods
b.	 because it only involves anaerobic exercise
c.	 because it only involves three repetitions

2.	 Which of these best describes the Tabata programme?

a.	 It is widely used by both amateur and professional athletes.
b.	 It is mostly used by serious athletes.
c.	 It is widely used by people starting to get fit.

3.	 How might introducing theTabata programme into their training help long-distance runners?

a.	 It would help them to run much faster.
b.	 It would treat and cure serious injuries.
c.	 It would give their joints the chance to rest and recover.

4.	 Why are people doing the Tabata programme described as ‘dead’, ‘wiped out’ and ‘meeting God’?

a.	 because the programme makes people feel very tired for 12 hours
b.	 because they are required to exercise at 170% of their VO2 max
c.	 because they lose the will to live after trying it once

they don’t realize the intensity you need to work 
at,” says Tabata.

11	 So should we all start incorporating this plan 
into our fitness regimens? Richard Scrivener, 
a former Assistant Strength and Conditioning 
Coach at Northampton Saints Rugby Club, says 
that while the benefits are clear, Tabatas are an 
addition, not a replacement, to a favoured sport 
or training method. “Runners, for instance, need 
a high level of running economy, which comes 
from skill acquisition and putting in the miles,” 
says Scrivener, “But they could effectively ease 
off the long runs and reduce the overall mileage 
by introducing Tabata training. This will unload the 
skeleton and give joints the chance to rest and 

recover, especially if one is prone to niggles or 
has a history of injuries – and you would probably 
therefore get more out of the long runs when you 
do undertake them.”

12	 Gym rats can benefit by doing three strength 
sessions and three Tabatas a week. And the rest 
of us can build up session by session, week by 
week, all the time knowing that it will never get 
easier because every session calls for maximum 
effort. That’s the cruel genius of the protocol: it is 
unrelenting – and effective.

© Guardian News and Media 2013 
First published in The Guardian, 25/03/13
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     Word-building6

Should people devote a lot of time to keeping fit? Why? Why not?

     Discussion7

Complete the sentences using the correct form of the verb in brackets at the end of each sentence.

1.	 have

2.	 publish

3.	 provide

4.	 burn

5.	 release

6.	 agree

a.	 a DVD range

b.	 an effect

c.	 a deal

d.	 research

e.	 calories

f.	 health benefits

     Find the word4

     Verb + noun collocations5

Find the following words and phrases in the text.

1.	 an adjective meaning impossible to achieve or obtain (para 1)
2.	 a two-word adjectival phrase meaning involving all of someone’s energy, strength and determination (para 1)
3.	 a verb meaning laugh quietly, especially in a private or secret way (para 2)
4.	 a two-word expression that refers to something that is done in a way that is not complete or is only partly 

effective (para 5)
5.	 a noun meaning short periods in which you do something with a lot of energy or effort (para 5)
6.	 a noun meaning a place or activity that is considered to belong to a particular person or group (para 10)
7.	 a two-word noun meaning people who spend all their free time working out in a gym (para 12)
8.	 an adjective meaning continuing to happen without becoming easier to deal with (para 12)

1.	 The results of Tabata’s experiment were _______________. [STARTLE]

2.	 VO2 max is a key _______________ of cardiovascular health and maximal aerobic power. [INDICATE]

3.	 The programme requires _______________ bodyweight exercises. [EXPLODE]

4.	 It also requires eight _______________ of each exercise with only a short break between each one. [REPEAT]

5.	 Most people are _______________ of doing the exercise correctly. [CAPABLE]

6.	 _______________ after exercise is extremely important. [RECOVER]

Match the verbs in the left-hand column with the nouns or noun phrases in the right-hand column.
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KEY

1	 Key words 

1.	 wiped out
2.	 cardiovascular
3.	 warm-up
4.	 session
5.	 anaerobic
6.	 aerobic
7.	 calorie
8.	 ease off
9.	 prone
10.	 niggle

2	 Find the information

1.	 T
2.	 F
3.	 T
4.	 F
5.	 T
6.	 F

3	 Comprehension check

1.	 a
2.	 b
3.	 c
4.	 b

4	 Find the word

1.	 unattainable
2.	 all-out
3.	 chuckle
4.	 half-measures
5.	 bursts
6.	 preserve
7.	 gym rats
8.	 unrelenting

5	 Verb + noun collocations

1.	 b
2.	 d
3.	 f
4.	 e
5.	 a
6.	 c

6	 Word-building

1.	 startling
2.	 indicator
3.	 explosive
4.	 repetitions
5.	 incapable
6.	 recovery


